
Heart Sutra 16 November 2017 

Last week we stopped at the point where the question was raised: 
 

‘How should any son of the lineage [or daughter of the lineage] train who wishes to 

practice the profound perfection of wisdom?’ 

Regarding ‘the lineage’, as discussed last week, we all have the Buddha lineage, we all have 

Buddha potential. In addition to that, there is a point where you have activated the lineage. That 

comes when you generate great compassion. When you generate great compassion in your 

mind, you can say that you belong to the Mahayana lineage. There is a big difference between 

having the Buddha lineage in general and in addition, having activated great compassion.  

The question is: How is any male or female, any son or daughter of the lineage who has 

activated great compassion, to practice the activity [do the practice] of the profound perfection 

of wisdom? 

Before the response is given, there are a few lines making a connection between the question 

and answer. When the answer is given, we have first a short answer and then a more elaborate 

answer, explaining how the practice is done on each of the five paths.  

Making a connection: 

‘He said that, and the arya bodhisattva mahasattva Avalokiteshvara said this to the 

Venerable Sharadvatiputra’. 

The next sentence says: 

‘Shariputra, any son of the lineage or daughter of the lineage who wishes to practice the 

activity of the profound perfection of wisdom should look upon it like this’.  

Here he is making a connection and giving a short introduction of how it should be done. It is 

quite clear that the practitioner can be male or female: 

 ‘any son of the lineage or daughter of the lineage’. 

He continues with a brief answer describing how to practice. 

‘correctly and repeatedly holding those five aggregates also as empty of inherent nature’. 

‘also’ indicates not only selflessness of the aggregates. It also includes selflessness of the 

person.  

This word ‘also’ is very significant. It is important to include it. It is a serious omission in the 

Chinese version of the sutra. 

One way to explain: 

 ‘those five aggregates’  

is to say that this is teaching selflessness of the five aggregates as well as selflessness of the 

person.  

Another way is to take into account that in the first turning of the wheel of Dharma the Buddha 

taught selflessness of the person. In the second turning of the wheel of Dharma, the Buddha 

taught selflessness of phenomena.  The meaning is here then is that the Buddha taught not only 

the selflessness of the one who is utilising something. The Buddha also taught the selflessness 

of the object utilised. That is to say, the Buddha taught both selflessness of person and 



selflessness of phenomena. Thus ‘also’ has a historic reference. It is included to indicate both 

types of selflessness.  

Question: Is the ‘also’ in the second paragraph ‘Those five aggregates also’ to be interpreted 

in the same way as the ‘also’ in the introduction? This refers to: 

‘Also, at that time, the bodhisattva mahasattva arya Avalokiteshvara looked upon 

the very practice of the profound perfection of wisdom and beheld those five 

aggregates also as empty of inherent nature.’  

Geshela: It depends on who is giving the commentary. In our commentary as well as in Tendar 

Lharampa’s commentary, they elaborate on the word ‘also’, indicating it includes the eighteen 

elements and the twelve bases. It can be taken this way, depending on who is giving the 

commentary. Geshela is favouring the commentary that ‘also’ refers to selflessness of person 

and phenomena.  

The response is given according to the five paths. Initially we have a very brief response. 

Following that, we have a response that explains how the practice should be done for the path 

of accumulation and the path of preparation. These two paths are dealt with together. The 

reason for that is whilst still on these first two paths, whatever practice you do in terms of 

engaging emptiness or meditating on emptiness, will be done with duality. Dualistic 

appearances are still quite prominent. This is indicated in the text: 

‘Any son of the lineage or daughter of the lineage who wishes to practice the 

activity of the profound perfection of wisdom should look upon it like this, 

correctly and repeatedly beholding…’ 

These two verbs, ‘should look’ and ‘beholding’ indicate duality between the observer and the 

object observed. During the path of accumulation, there will be wisdom in terms of the object 

of emptiness derived from hearing and reflection. During the path of preparation there will be 

wisdom derived through meditation. However these are done whilst dualistic appearances are 

still prominent, through the generic image.  

After the short response, the sutra says: 
 

‘Form is empty. Emptiness is form. Emptiness is not other than form. Form also 

is not other than emptiness. In the same way, feeling, discrimination, 

compositional factors and consciousness are empty.’  

This is the part of the response given for the path of accumulation and the path of preparation.   

‘beholding those five aggregates also as empty of inherent nature.’  
 

We use the term ‘aggregates’ to indicate that we have a collection of many things.  

When we talk about the aggregate of form, this includes external form, internal form, revealing 

form, non-revealing form, ugly form, beautiful form and so forth.  Every shape and type of 

form is included here. Since there is a great collection of things, it is called an aggregate.  

Similarly with ‘feeling’. This is an aggregate of feeling. It includes pleasant, suffering, neutral 

feelings.  
 

‘Discrimination’ is an aggregate because it includes all the instances where we discriminate 

and specifically identify something as ‘this’ or ‘that’.  



Next is the aggregate of ‘compositional factors’. This is the largest category of aggregates. It 

includes the mental factors; all afflictions, all intended karma. Apart from feeling and 

discrimination which are treated separately as different categories, all the other mental factors 

come into compositional factors.  

The aggregate of ‘consciousness’ is an aggregate because we have the six types of 

consciousness. Again, this is a collection.  

The Abhidharma gives an explanation for why ‘feeling’ and ‘discrimination’ are treated as 

different categories, whilst all other mental factors are grouped together.  

The Abhidharma says that they are treated differently because they become the root of dispute 

and the cause of accumulating so much negative karma that perpetuates cyclic existence.   

What come with ‘feeling’ are pleasure, displeasure and so forth. Developing attachment 

towards what we like leads to disputes and arguments because you want to maintain the 

pleasant and avoid what is displeasing.  

‘discrimination’ too can lead to arguments. What I recognise as ‘this’ can be refuted by 

another person saying ‘It is not this. It is something else’. That then becomes the ground for 

dispute. Since so much negative karma is created due to feeling and discrimination, the 

Abhidharma considers they should be treated as distinct categories.  

‘Compositional factors’ is a composition of causes and conditions coming together to create 

something. They compose something. Compositional factors is a grouping of all the mental 

factors other than feeling and discrimination. In reality, the main thing we have here is karma. 

We have karmic formation or karmic creation. It is exactly the same term referred to in the 

second of the twelve links. This composition of many causes and conditions coming together 

creates karma. As a result of that karma, later we will have a pleasant or an unpleasant 

experience.  

We say that we take rebirth in samsara due to karma and afflictions.  You can see then why we 

include karma and all the afflictions in one category which we call composition or formation. 

They create all the causes. Due to karma and afflictions, these causes, we take another rebirth.  

We understand now the meaning of ‘aggregates’.  

One ‘should look upon it like this, correctly and repeatedly beholding those five 

aggregates also as empty of inherent nature.’ 

This indicates we need to meditate on the lack of inherent existence of the person as well as 

the lack of inherent existence of the aggregates.  

The sentence immediately after that is: 

‘Form is empty. Emptiness is form. Emptiness is not other than form. Form also 

is not other than emptiness.’  

This gives you the blueprint of how to do this meditation on lack of inherent existence. It is 

very important to begin with meditation on lack of inherent existence of the person. So you 

would meditate by modifying this saying: 

I am empty. Emptiness is I. Emptiness is not other than I. I also am not other than emptiness.  



When we do this meditation you begin by applying those four points the self. Once you finish 

with the I, the self, you begin applying it to the aggregates. You start with the first aggregate, 

form. This is what we have here:  

‘Form is empty…’ and so forth.  

Once you have dealt with the aggregate of form, you will move to the second aggregate, feeling.  

This is why the next sentence says: 

‘In the same way, feeling...’ 

So you will say: 

Feeling is empty. Emptiness is feeling. Emptiness is not other than feeling and so forth.  

Then for discrimination: 
 

Discrimination is empty. Emptiness is discrimination and so forth. And: 

‘compositional factors and consciousness are empty.’ 

There is a reason we meditate in this way. It is best to follow that sequence. When we meditate 

on the emptiness of the person and the emptiness of the aggregates, emptiness is the same. It is 

not that one is more profound than the other. However, in terms of generating the realisation, 

it is said that it is easier to generate the realisation of the emptiness of the person. We should 

aim to attain that first. Then we move into applying similar steps in order to realise the 

emptiness of phenomena other than the person.  

 

In terms of how the realisations are generated, it is said that the realisation of the selflessness 

of the person is generated first, because it is easier. Realisation of the selflessness of phenomena 

is generated second, because it is more difficult.  

Although what is realised – emptiness – does not differ in these occasions, there is difference 

in the ease of realisation due to the features of the basis of that emptiness. It is easier to 

understand the emptiness of the person because it is easy to understand that the person is 

imputed upon the aggregates. It is easy to understand that process of imputation.  

In terms of the generation of self-grasping, the order is the opposite: grasping at the self of 

phenomena is generated first, and is then followed by grasping at the self of the person.    

This presentation is from the perspective of the yogi who meditates. When yogis engage such 

meditations, they turn their attention to their selves. They want to understand who they exist – 

not how some external phenomenon such as a mountain and so on exists. As Entering the 

Middle Way states: “the yogi investigates to find where all the suffering originates from and 

finds that it all comes from grasping at the self.” 

The yogi makes effort to investigate whether the conceived object – the truly existent self – 

actually exists or not. Through their investigation the yogi finds that his or her self is imputed 

upon the aggregates, and is therefore dependently originated. They realise that the self that they 

grasp at as truly existent, does not exist the way it appears. At that time, they realise selflessness 

of their own self.  



The conventionally existing “I” is the focal object. By focusing on it they grasp it as truly 

existent from its own side. The yogi negates that conceived object that appears to be established 

from its own side.  

The yogi investigates: Does it exists the way it appears or not? Does it exist the way it is grasped 

or not? They see that it does not. They understand that the mind that grasps it to exist in this 

way is a mistaken mind. The conceived object of such a mind - “truly established” -  does not 

exist. They understand that the mind has superimposed something that does not really exist and 

has been grasping at it.  This is how they refute self-grasping focused on their own self.  

The statement that grasping at the self of phenomena is generated first, and grasping at the self 

of the person is generated after that, is something that is applicable in our case. It is not the 

case or the concern of a yogi. In our case, we grasp as truly existent anything that appears. In 

our case, all types of awareness that deal with appearance are mistaken awareness.   

For example, when we say that we see and recognise a person, in reality what happens is that 

the aggregate of form – in other words the body – of the person appears. We grasp at that as 

truly existent. The next step is that by perceiving the aggregate we say “Oh, this is Tashi.” At 

this second stage, we then grasp at the person Tashi, to be truly existent. It is clear from this 

that grasping at the phenomena such as the aggregates as truly existent, comes first.  

When we make an effort to settle the view through logic, it is very important to identify the 

object of negation properly. To give you an example why it is important to identify the object 

of negation – when you make the statement “Such and such a person is not in the house”, at 

that very time you must be able to identify that person with certainty. In order to say with 

certainty for example, “there is no thief amongst us” you must first be certain about the identity 

of the thief. You must be able to identify the thief in order to exclude his presence. Similarly, 

in order to be able to negate the inherent existence of the self of the person, you should be able 

to identify the focal object of the self of the person and the inherently existent self.   

Although the truly or inherently existing self of the person is something that does not exist, it 

is very important that the generic image of such an inherently existing person arises in your 

mind. So, you have to reflect: “if it existed in that manner, how would it exist?” and then 

continue thinking “it would exist in such and such a manner.” Unless the object of negation 

appears in your mind, you will not be able to negate it. This is also discussed in Bodhisattva’s 

Way of Life where it says that unless the mind is able to reach – or in other words perceive – 

the generic image of what is to be negated, the mind will not be able to realise selflessness of 

that.  

Identifying the object of negating was something that Lama Tsong Khapa stressed in particular. 

It was a unique feature of his presentation. Previous Tibetan scholars did not mention or stress 

that point.  

There are many objects of negation – not just a single object of negation. These objects differ 

in terms of subtlety: some are coarse and others are more subtle. It is very important to identify 

the most subtle object of negation: the way that the root of all afflictions – self- grasping – is 

grasping. We must examine to find out whether or not it exists the way it is grasped. If you are 

able to negate that subtle object of negation that is at the root, then you will be able to negate 

all other grosser objects of negation as well. While if you negate gross objects of negation, your 

job will still be unfinished because the subtle one will still be there.  



The reason we say that schools below the Middle Way Consequence do not realise the subtlety 

of emptiness comes down to this point: they do not negate the subtle object of negation. Failing 

to do that, they cannot realise subtle emptiness.  

The reason they cannot negate it is because they cannot identify it. So, they negate something 

that is coarser. For them what they negate amounts to emptiness, but in reality, they have not 

identified the subtle object of negation and therefore they have not realised subtle and profound 

emptiness.   

Since they do not negate the subtle object of negation, it remains and lingers. This leads them 

to fall into the extreme of existence, in other words the extreme of permanence. They think “I 

have negated it” but since they have only negated something on a coarse level, the belief that 

things exist from their own side, remains. With that grasping of inherent existence, they fall 

into the extreme of existence. As a result, they are not liberated from samsara.  

To find the middle-way path we must avoid the two extremes. To do that we must identify the 

object of negation properly. If we under-negate, we will fall into the extreme of permanence. 

If we over-negate we will fall into the extreme of nihilism. If we conclude that the law of cause 

and effect does not exist, the result will be a rebirth in bad migrations due to nihilistic views.  

We must avoid both extremes.  

In the Special Insight section, we find the position of previous Tibetan scholars. They say this: 

All phenomena are refuted by analysis investigating the ultimate. This is because when this 

type of logical investigating awareness analyses, it does not find even an atom that exists [from 

its own side]. They say, there is nothing that is found to exist conventionally. 

The mistake is this: they do not make a distinction between “not found [by analysis 

investigating the ultimate]” and “certainly not existing.” When the logic investigating the 

ultimate does not find something, that does not mean that we negate [the existence of] what is 

not found. The logic investigating the ultimate does not find conventional phenomena – but 

that does not mean that conventional phenomena do not exist. Since they do not make this 

distinction, they say that logic negates all phenomena.  

We have discussed this point many times. There are two reasons you might not find something. 

(1) One reason is that this is not your area or object of investigation. In this case, conventional 

phenomena are not the object of logic analysis the ultimate. Since the logic investigating the 

ultimate does not look for conventional phenomena, it doesn’t find any. (2) The other reason 

is that you do not find because you have searched for that object [that is your area or object of 

investigation] and it is not there. In the case of logic investigating the ultimate, its object of 

investigation is “true existence.” Having searched for it, it does not find it, and therefore it 

concludes that it does not exist.  

- In the case of not finding true existence, we can negate true existence. This is because 

this is the object of investigation of this logic.  

- In the case of conventional phenomena, we do not negate their existence. This is 

because they are not the object of investigation of this logic. Therefore, if this logic 

does not find them, we do not have to conclude that they do not exist.  

This is the distinction that must be made.  



So, the position of previous Tibetan scholars is that all phenomena are objects of negation 

because they are not found by the logic analysing the ultimate.  

If we say to them: “they exist”  

Their response is: This contradicts scripture that refutes the four possibilities of production.  

The issue discussed here is that if something exists, it must exist in any of the four possible 

ways. The four possibilities are (1) existent, (2) non-existent, (3) being (4) not-being.  

The sutra actually negates any object grasped as truly established, through the four possibilities. 

So, when we say “they exist” they respond by saying “the sutra negates that.” 

Their point is that valid awareness should establish the object that is grasped – as existent, non-

existent, being, or not-being. But, they say, no valid awareness establishes them as existing. 

This statement can be understood in two ways: 

- One is to understand valid awareness to refer to logic investigating the ultimate. As we 

have explained, they do not make the distinction between not finding due to not being 

its object of investigation and not existing. So, they say that valid awareness – that is 

logic investigating the ultimate – does not establish any [conventional] phenomena.  

We have said that “existing” and “existing from its own side” are two different things. But they 

do not make this distinction. What the sutra actually negates is existence of phenomena from 

their own side.  

- The other is to understand valid awareness to refer to arya equipoise. However, this is 

a mind that is absorbed into emptiness. At that time, it does not think “emptiness exists” 

or “emptiness does not exist.” Since, all dualistic appearances have subsided, this type 

of awareness cannot grasp at anything. Only conception grasps but this awareness is 

non-conceptual. So, this is one way for them to say that valid awareness – that is arya 

equipoise – does not establish any phenomenon as existing, non-existing and so on.  

They say, since arya equipoise does not see any phenomena such as production, cessation and 

so on, these things do not exist. So, they say, if arya equipoise does not see it, it does not exist.  

Therefore, they conclude, all phenomena are negated by logic. If they existed, arya equipoise 

would be able to see them. But arya equipoise does not see any such phenomena; therefore, 

they do not exist.  

Again, we must make the distinction in the case of arya equipoise, just as we make it for the 

logic investigating the ultimate. Just because arya equipoise does not see something, it doesn’t 

mean that that thing does not exist. Just as we said for the logic investigating the ultimate that 

not finding something because it is not its object, it does not mean that the thing does not exist.  

There are 11 such points mentioned in the Special Insight section of the Extensive Lamrim. It 

is highly recommended that you study chapters 10-15 [beginning on page 125] for over-

negation and chapter 16 for under negation. If you have questions on this you can ask in the 

following class. We do not have the time to present them all in this class.  



The point in brief is this: they say that all phenomena are negated by logic.  

In terms of negated phenomena there are two types: 

- Those negated by logic 

- Those negated by a path.  

Objects negated by logic refer to true existence. Logic can negate true existence. Grasping at 

objects to be truly existent is a wrong mind. The opposite of that, that is a correct mind, can be 

established through logic. You can rely on the 7-fold reasoning, the reasoning negating the four 

possibilities of production – and so on. The object that is negated by such types of logic is 

something that is non-existent.  

The objects negated by a path are different afflictive and knowledge obscurations. For example, 

various modes of grasping – such as grasping at true existence. These objects exist: true 

grasping exists, and similarly all the afflictions that originate from that, such as attachment and 

hatred and so on, also exist. Further, the imprints deposited but such afflictions exist. These 

things are abandoned progressively through the power of meditating on the path.  

For them whatever is grasped by logic is to be negated – grasped as existent, grasped as non-

existent, grasped as being, grasped as lacking inherent existence and so on. By the way, for 

them lack of inherent existence is not emptiness. They say that you cannot settle the view of 

emptiness through logic. In other words, they say that you cannot realise emptiness through 

logic. For them emptiness is: not grasping at anything. So, this nothingness, not-grasping-at-

anything, is imputed as “emptiness”. Otherwise, they say, there is no such thing as realizing 

emptiness through logic. For them, as long as something is grasped by logic, it is negated.  

This leads them to fall into the extreme of nihilism: they negate everything, so nothing exists 

for them.  

They say that if something exists it must appear to arya equipoise. But this arya equipoise does 

not perceive emptiness, and does not grasp thinking “emptiness exists”. It is a space-like 

equipoise, since it is the vacuity of a mere negation. Nothing appears to that equipoise other 

than the mere lack of obstruction from negating of the object of negation. At that time, all 

elaborations have been pacified. There is no elaboration of true existence, no elaboration of 

dualistic appearance, no elaboration of conventional phenomena. None of these things appears 

to arya equipoise. Certainly, phenomena do not appear as truly existent to this arya equipoise.  

So, they say, emptiness is really the object that appears to that arya equipoise that is a mere 

lack of obstruction. Otherwise, the object that is the object of logic, or the emptiness that is 

established and settled by logic, is not the real emptiness. Similarly, emptiness that is verbally 

expressed is not real emptiness. It is not the ultimate. These things are merely imputed as 

“emptiness.” They say that is as the verse says “inconceivable, inexpressible perfection of 

wisdom…”They say that emptiness is not the object of logic [therefore “inconceivable”] and 

it is not the object of verbal expression [“inexpressible”.] 

In terms of elaboration there are two types: elaboration of true existence, and elaborations of 

dualistic appearances. For arya equipoise all elaborations have been pacified, so it does not 

have either elaboration of true existence, or elaboration of duality. So, they stress that the fully 

qualified emptiness must have complete pacification of all elaborations. The emptiness that has 

only partial pacification of elaboration is not the fully qualified emptiness. For example, logic 



might negate true existence. In this case we will have emptiness that has the pacification of the 

elaboration of true existence. For them this cannot be posited as fully qualified emptiness. 

Because it does not have complete pacification of elaborations. So, they say, no matter what 

logic establishes, no matter how logic settles the view of emptiness, still they say, this is only 

partial pacification of elaboration, since it only deals with one type of elaboration. However, 

the elaboration of dualistic appearances remains! Therefore, they say logic cannot realise 

emptiness, and speech cannot verbalise emptiness.  

They speak of multiple-emptiness (rnam drang yin pa’i don dam) and single-emptiness.  

Emptiness that is multiple is that established by logic. It is emptiness established by relying on 

an object possessor that is inference.  

Single-emptiness is the emptiness that is established on an object possessor that is arya 

equipoise.  

There is no difference in terms of subtlety from the point of view of the object. But there is a 

difference from the point of view of the subject: if all elaboration has subsided in the subject, 

we are dealing with single emptiness, that is not multiple. If only partial elaboration has 

subsided in the subject, we are dealing with multiple-emptiness.    

In Our System we have to make the distinction: 

The non-plural emptiness that occurs during arya equipoise is the one that is inexpressible and 

inconceivable.  

However, in general, emptiness is not inexpressible and inconceivable. Emptiness is settled by 

logic; emptiness is realised with conception; emptiness is expressed with words.  

If it were not like that, then the unwelcomed consequence would be that the Buddha did not 

speak about emptiness.  

Another unwelcomed consequence would be that emptiness would only be realised by that 

[final] arya equipoise. The problem with that is that during the path of preparation, at the Heat 

level, you attain the concentration of union of calm abiding and special insight of emptiness 

through wisdom derived from meditation. This has to be further refined so that eventually it 

will become the direct realisation of emptiness. But if you lack that initial conceptual 

understanding, you would have nothing to refine.  

The question arises: is emptiness understood earlier, or is it newly understood? 

If you accept that it is also understood earlier, you will end up with 2 types of equipoise: 

- The equipoise that is induced through logic and 

-  The equipoise that newly realises it, spontaneously, and it is inexpressible and 

inconceivable.  

In the second case, how could you have that type of realisation without cultivating familiarity 

with the subject? If you have not heard about it, if you have not logically analysed it and so on, 

how are you going to have that spontaneous realization all of a sudden? 



In the first case, your meditation during the path, that includes settling the view through logic, 

and leads to that refinement of the union of calm abiding and special insight on emptiness, 

would not be valid emptiness [according to them since it is conceivable and expressible.]  

So how would emptiness be realised? Would it be realised spontaneously? Or would you have 

to have 2 types of equipoise – one spontaneous and one that involves meditation on the path? 

If you do not accept that meditation and familiarisation on the path leads to realisation of 

emptiness, your only option is to say that emptiness is realised spontaneously and effortlessly. 

This is an extremely wrong position.  

They say that any object that is grasped by logic is grasped as truly existent.  

We refute that. There are three different ways to grasp at objects: grasping as not inherently 

existent, grasping as inherently existent, grasping that does not involve grasping them either as 

inherently or non-inherently existent. So, we say, it is not the case that everything that is 

grasped is grasped as truly existent.  

They criticise conceptual awareness severely because, they say it is mistaken awareness.  

We say that even though it is mistaken awareness, it can be posited as valid awareness.  

Awareness is mistaken in terms of its appearing object. For example, when a vase appears, 

awareness is mistaken because the vase appears to be truly existent, but at the same it is valid 

because it [correctly] sees it as a vase. We are not rejecting logic or conceptual awareness 

altogether. Of course, conceptual awareness ultimately has to be abandoned because we are 

aiming for the direct perception of a buddha. But until that direct perception is attained, we 

must rely on conception. It is like the boat: we have to rely upon it until we cross the river. 

Once we reach on the other side, we don’t need it anymore and we can discard it. However 

before that, it is very valuable. When we reach omniscience we can discard conception, but 

while we are still training on the path, we have to rely upon conception. Without relying on 

conception, we cannot reach direct realisation.  

To summarise: it is very important to identify properly the object of negation. This means that 

we have to identify the subtle object of negation. Without identifying at that level, we will not 

be able to negate it effectively. If we do not seize the object of negation properly, we will either 

over-negate or under-negate. If we over-negate we will fall into the extreme of nihilism. If we 

under-negate we will fall into the extreme of permanence. If we are just dealing with imputed 

afflictions, we are not negating enough. We have to deal with innate afflictions. The Middle 

Way path should be free from these two extremes. In order to avoid these two mistakes, it is 

very important to recognise the object of negation accurately.  

WE WILL STOP HERE.  

  

 

 

 


